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ABSTRACT 



Maintaining that the sociological implications of violence 
on television should be a serious concern to law-related education (LRE) 
professionals, this bulletin describes the importance of the television 
media, examines the effects of violent television programs, and discusses 
possible implications for LRE educators. Included in the pamphlet is an 
eight- item annotated resource list to be used by members of the LRE community 
interested in helping to educate students about violence on television. The 
pamphlet concludes that through increased attention to the problem of 
violence on television, young people may become wise consumers of television 
programming and thus can better influence the overall quality of television 
programming. Contains 18 references. (TSV) 
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Vicarious Violence on TV: A Challenge to LRE 

By Mary A. Hepburn 



Portrayals of violence on television and the ways in which 
they socialize young people are serious concerns of LRE edu- 
cators. We wonder whether the daily diet of violence in TV 
dramas, serials, and cartoons is influencing young people to 
consider violent behavior as an acceptable way of life. Critics 
have been warning that designers of commercial TV enter- 
tainment consider violent action part of the formula for hold- 
ing viewers. For instance, in a recent lecture on this campus, 
public broadcasting newsman Daniel Schorr pointed out that 
“Nothing works better on television than dramas of conflict 
and violence.... Violence is the way to get on television.” 
Schorr and other critics have observed that violence on the 
screen is one way of seizing the attention of “channel surfers,” 
gaining a higher Nielsen rating, and thus having a “higher 
market share” that can be sold to advertisers for higher prices. 
Consequently, when young viewers scan the channels to select 
entertainment in dramas, movies, or cartoons, they are very 
likely to be confronted with high-speed chases, beatings, stab- 
bings, cruel and hateful expressions, and other grim and 
bloody attacks on people and animals. Graphically depicted 
are attacks on family members, friends, pets, whole groups or 
gangs, and random individuals. The scenes and sounds of 
cruel and violent behavior can be seen daily on many chan- 
nels, at nearly any hour, by any viewer. 

Educators of law and citizenship need to be informed about 
the research regarding the effects of viewing violence on TV. 
Likewise, educators must consider the implications of that 
research to determine what information and what teaching 
approaches can contribute to the reduction of violence in our 
society. 



Mary A. Hepburn is professor of social science education and 
head of the Citizen Education Division of the Vinson Institute 
of Government at the University of Georgia in Athens. 
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The Long Reach of Television into American 
Households 

Television is the main source of entertainment and the main 
source of news and information in the United States. Nearly 
100 percent of households have television; more than two- 
thirds of these households have two or more sets. Cable TV is 
found in about 65 percent of American homes, and it is great- 
ly increasing the number of networks and programs that can 
be accessed. Children readily learn the TV-viewing lifestyle 
from the adults around them. The most voracious consumers 
are women and men over 55 (respectively viewing approxi- 
mately 44 hours and 39 hours weekly). Men and women aged 
25-54 view an average of roughly 30 hours of TV per week. 
Children ages 2-1 1 view about 23 hours of TV a week, and 
teenagers, 12-17, watch about 22 hours per week (Nielsen 
1993). Within these averages, Nielsen reports differences 
among ethnic groups. For example, in 1992-93, in African- 
American households, children 2-11 years old watched 55 
percent more television than children of the same age in other 
households, and African American teenagers, 12-17, watched 
1 hour and 40 minutes more television during the 8 to 11 P.M. 
prime-time hours than did teenagers in other households. 

The point of reflecting on such data is to understand how 
pervasive television viewing is in the United States. Although 
television is the most available and most used means of enter- 
tainment, it is also the most relied on source of news. Over the 
past three decades, television has surpassed newspapers and 
radio to become the main source of news for Americans. By 
1986 half of Americans said they depended completely on 
television for news on public issues (National Association of 
Broadcasters, 1993), and there is every indication that these 
numbers are growing. Because television viewing is a way of 
life, popular programs have a broad and deep reach into 
American households and must be viewed as having vast and 
subtle power in the socialization of young people. What, then, 
are the effects of the heavy doses of violence they see? 
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The Cumulative Effects of Viewing Violence 

A story in the morning newspaper suggests that some drama- 
tizations of violence can glorify a violent lifestyle and have 
horrific and sad effects. A 15-year-old youth from a small 
town south of Atlanta shot and killed both parents as they 
watched TV. His parents had been married 19 years, and the 
family was perceived by relatives and friends to be “a strong 
and loving family.” Investigators learned that the young man 
and several of his friends had been excited by the movie video 
Natural Bom Killers and had outlined a plan to pattern their 
lives after its heroes. They wrote notes to each other referring 
to Mickey and Mallory, the couple in the movie who “killed 
52 people in three weeks.” The notes they exchanged revealed 
plans to “kill our parents,... rob a pawn shop, and make our 
way across the country.” “Let’s kill ’til we are killed” 
(Morehouse, 1995). 

Could one video have this effect? That doesn’t seem likely. 
Research suggests that it is much more likely that the attrac- 
tion to violence is a cumulative effect of many hours and 
many years of television and movie viewing by young people 
who have built up no critical resistance. According to the 
American Academy of Pediatrics, the average youth, by age 
18, will have viewed 200,000 acts of violence on television 
(Hendrick, 1995). Piecing together research by doctors, com- 
munications specialists, and social scientists provides some 
insight into the effects of viewing violence. 

During the first decades of large-scale television viewing in 
the United States, it was widely accepted that viewing vio- 
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lence in stories presented on television would likely have a 
cathartic effect on youngsters and possibly alleviate aggres- 
sive feelings that might be expressed in real-life relationships. 
But now an expanding volume of research refutes the old 
notion that daily viewing of vicarious violence is harmless. 

Eron and Huesmann (1984; see also Huesmann and Eron, 
1986) studied the effects of media violence on youngsters in 
the 1970s and found that the action on the TV screen was very 
real to children. Their longitudinal research showed that chil- 
dren who were heavy viewers of TV violence were more like- 
ly to act out violent scenes as youngsters, were more aggres- 
sive as teenagers, and were more prone to aggression and 
crime in adulthood. TV viewing apparently served as a 
“script” to learning that aggressive or violent behavior is 
appropriate in given life situations. Following their original 
subjects into adult life, Eron and Huesmann found that those 
who had the most arrests for drunk driving, violent crime, and 
abuse of their spouses were the heaviest viewers and most 
aggressive reactors to TV when they were children. 

This year the American Academy of Pediatrics issued a 
warning to pediatricians and parents regarding the adverse 
effects of media violence on children. The AAP finds that 
there is an average of five violent acts per hour on prime-time 
programs and 26.4 violent acts per hour on children’s pro- 
grams! Dr. Vic Strasburger, coauthor of the AAP policy state- 
ment, has stated, “It’s the cumulative effects, year after year. 
We are desensitizing even normal kids. We’re making guns 
more glamorous, violence seem absolutely ordinary and 
everyday.” The AAP policy statement states that the vast 
majority of studies concludes that there is a cause-and-effect 
relationship between heavy viewing of media violence and 
real-life violence (Hendrick, 1995). 

In research that compared people in areas with and without 
television and also compared crime statistics in areas before 
and after the introduction of TV, Centerwall (1993) deter- 
mined that homicide rates increased markedly when TV was 
introduced. Centerwall specifies that viewing violence on tele- 
vision is not the only influence on the numbers of violent 
crimes in a region, but his quantitative evidence shows “there 
would be 10,000 fewer homicides, 70,000 fewer rapes, and 
700,000 fewer injurious assaults” if the negative effects of 
television could be removed. 

Earlier research, conducted by the major networks and gen- 
erally unheard of today among the educators who have been 
working to reduce violence, also deserves our attention. 
Studies were initiated in the 1970s in reaction to public com- 
plaints and national hearings regarding children’s exposure to 
aggression and violence on TV. The three major television net- 
works at that time agreed to support research to address these 
concerns. 

CBS commissioned a study of 1,565 teenage boys, 12-17, 
in London in the seventies (Belson, 1978). The research, 
which included extensive observations and interviews, 
revealed that boys who watched above-average hours of TV 
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(Shanahan and Morgan, 1992). When television viewing be- 
havior was compared across several nations, it was found that 
in homes in the United States, unlike those in the other coun- 
tries studied, TV sets were on nearly continuously during wak- 
ing hours. The researchers also found that American adoles- 
cents were much more likely to watch TV alone or with their 
friends, rather than with family members, as was more com- 
mon in Argentina or China. Another interesting finding of this 
research was that children who watched television with their 
parents expressed greater closeness to their parents than those 
who did not. Other research on the family and media (Wright 
et al., 1994) indicates that children’s assessment of the reality 
or unreality of what they see on television is affected by their 
parents’ beliefs about the social realism of television. 

This year the Center for Communication Policy at the 
University of California, Los Angeles, released its study of 
violent content in movies and television programs. UCLA 
researchers have monitored the content of shows on the four 
leading broadcast networks — ABC, CBS, Fox, and NBC — 
and they reported that although some decrease in violence 
content was found in adult prime-time shows, violence has not 
been reduced in children’s programs and television movies 
(UCLA, 1995). Their report calls for schools to incorporate 
media studies or media literacy into classroom lessons that 
will involve students in reflecting on how TV presents life. 

In summary, the negative influences of violence on the tele- 
vision screen are related to (a) heavy viewing of violence in 
TV and video dramas, (b) the lack of mediating influences by 
family or peers, and (c) the need for critical media studies in 
education. 

Implications and Directions for 
Citizenship/Law-Related Education 

What can we do in LRE and citizenship education to address 
and attempt to moderate the negative effects of the daily view- 
ing of violence on television by youth? Keeping informed 
about the research is an obvious first step. Studies of the 
effects of viewing violence on the electronic media come from 
several disciplines, including psychology, sociology, pedi- 
atrics, and mass communications. Until recently, those studies 
have been difficult to monitor. Teachers have been unaware of 
the research that links violent behavior to cumulative viewing 
of violence. Moreover, the textbooks and training programs 
used in the social studies education of teachers have not 
included studies of the mass media or discussion of the skills 
needed for critical evaluation of TV content. Some pioneering 
work is needed in social studies education. 

LRE curriculum developers and teacher-educators, howev- 
er, have been focused on the broader issues of violence in soci- 
ety and have been involved in educational efforts to reduce 
violence. Likewise, LRE and citizenship education programs 
have been strong promoters of critical thinking. Consequently, 
lessons about media violence appear to be well-suited to 
teacher training and classroom activities in LRE. TV is a topic 
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in which young people already have high interest. It should be 
a short instructional step forward to move them into structured 
evaluation and critical thinking. Consider the following 
approaches to utilizing and applying the research: 

1. First Amendment Freedom of Speech. One public 
response to television violence has been a demand for 
censorship. Educators can plan lessons that review the 
research and then evaluate the pros and cons of such a 
censorship policy. What would be the effects of imposing 
national or regional censorship on television programs? 
Who would decide what dramas, cartoons, and prime- 
time shows are “too violent”? Who would be the censors? 
What would be the criteria for keeping shows off the air? 
What precedents have been established in previous free 
speech cases? As an alternative, could networks review or 
censor their own programs in an effort to reduce violent 
programming? This is a public issue that is likely to gen- 
erate interest because it has a great deal of personal con- 
nection to students’ lives. 

2. The V-Chip Alternative. Congress is considering legis- 
lation that would require technology in new television 
sets that will allow parents to control viewing of programs 
that they consider to be too violent. The V-chip in the TV 
set will allow parents to block programs either according 
to rating or by individual selection. Students can examine 
why there has been a groundswell of support for the V- 
chip from both political parties and consider how it is an 
alternative to censorship. Students can also discuss the 
feasibility of the proposed technological change to televi- 
sion sets, including whether parents will have the time 
and the know-how to use it effectively. Here again, there 
is a personal connection to student life and a very clear 
context for assessing whether the V-chip will be effective. 

3. Critical Analysis Activities. Another approach to the 
study of violence on television is to review the research 
discussed above with students and use it as a starting 
point for their own group determination of the amount of 
violence on TV. Here is an issue demanding information, 
inquiries, comparisons, and critical discussion (Hepburn, 
1990, 1995). Students can be organized into teams that 
will monitor and tabulate the acts of violence on televi- 
sion programs received on local stations selected during 
viewing hours when young children and adolescents 
watch. Late afternoon, prime time, Saturday mornings, 
and late shows on Friday and Saturday nights can be 
monitored for several weeks as the basis of further criti- 
cal discussion. Students can consider these and other 
questions: “How intense is the violence we see each day 
on the screen?” “Are there subtle or obvious influences?” 
“What is it doing to me, to my friends, to my society?” 

4. Redesigning Programs So That They Present Less 
Visual and Oral Violence. Subsequent to the kinds of 
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“deconstruction” activities suggested above, in which stu- 
dents critically analyze TV programs and videos as they 
look for unnecessary and overly explicit violence, stu- 
dents can increase their awareness and advance their writ- 
ing and creative skills by constructing programs that are 
informational and entertaining without the violence. 
Students can become quite engaged in discussing how 
they could retain the message or the humor but improve 
its presentation. Many enjoy rewriting, or even reenact- 
ing, improved sections of a program or movie showing 
how gratuitous violence in TV and video presentations 
can be avoided. 

5. Being Aware of Market Share. Another approach is that 
of educating consumers of television. Teachers and stu- 
dents can readily obtain copies of Nielsen ratings of TV 
shows from local libraries, television stations, or the 
Nielsen offices. They can discuss the generalization that 
more action and more violence tend to attract more view- 
ers. Then they can discuss the potential power of con- 
sumers: If fewer people watch gratuitously violent pro- 
grams and more people express their objections to them, 
will advertisers lose interest as the program loses “market 
share”? And, will they pay to advertise on better quality 
shows? 

6. Activities Involving the Family and Community. LRE 

activities that examine the mass media could benefit from 
involving parents in reviews and discussions of the con- 
tent of programs, the cumulative hours of viewing, and 
the influences on the aspirations and fears of their chil- 
dren. The study by Shanahan and Morgan (1992) could be 
discussed. Students can assess how parents can make a 
difference in how their children select programs and in 
the ways in which children respond to the programs they 
view. Students can involve parents and other adults in 
reflecting on the research regarding the behavioral effects 
of TV and the implications that parent and school media- 
tion and moderation of violent dramas and cartoons can 
help reduce negative effects. The data and possibilities 
regarding “market share” can also be discussed with par- 
ents and community leaders. Open discussions of these 
issues are becoming more prominent. CNN initiated dis- 
cussion on the issue within a series of programs on the 
decline of civility in the United States. Questions were 
raised about a society in which many youngsters are so 
attuned to the color, sound, and movement of the TV 
media that they cannot pay attention long enough to learn 
to read. C-SPAN has covered several lively panel discus- 
sions on the mass media’s influence on children. Such 
public discussions are stimulating citizen awareness and 
thought about the infusion of dramatized violence into 
American households. 



The current public climate regarding TV and movie enter- 
tainment appears to be sympathetic to critical analysis in 
schools and community. There is evidence that the American 
public is becoming increasingly negative about the influence 
of television on young people. A national opinion poll of 1,209 
adults conducted by The New York Times in July 1995 
revealed that over half of the adults “could not think of a 
single good thing to say about television.” They found that 
nearly 80 percent of Americans say they believe that the fic- 
tional world of violence and sex on the screen contributes to 
the way in which young people behave in real life (Kolbert, 
1995). Family and community can become real copartners in 
this effort. 

Conclusion 

Through awareness and critical thinking activities in LRE, 
through family involvement and reflection, and through pub- 
lic interest and community involvement, we may be able to 
help young citizens, and ultimately all citizens, choose pro- 
grams more carefully and thus influence programming in the 
direction of improved quality. Dramatized violence on the 
television screen is not the only factor in violent youth behav- 
ior, but it may be one of the most remediable factors that LRE 
educators can address. 
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violence before adolescence committed a 49 percent higher 
rate of serious acts of violence than those who had viewed 
below-average quantities of violence. Although the study was 
conducted in London, many of the TV programs were import- 
ed from the United States, and the head of the research team 
made it clear that the findings were relevant to cities with sim- 
ilar violent television content. The research concluded that 
“high exposure to television violence increases the degree to 
which boys engage in serious violence.” It is interesting that 
the heavy viewers of violence in the study seemed unaware of 
the changes that took place in them. Their negative attitudes 
toward violence appeared unchanged even though their behav- 
ior was changing. The continuous viewing of violence appar- 
ently gradually broke down those inhibitions against being 
violent that are normally taught by parents and others. This 
research was published by a Westmead, England, publishing 
house and had very limited dissemination in the United States. 

In the study commissioned by the ABC network, a Temple 
University research team conducted surveys of young male 
felons who had been imprisoned for violent crimes. They 
found that up to 34 percent of the felons, especially the most 
violent ones, said they had consciously imitated criminal acts 
that they learned from heavy viewing of television programs 
(Centerwall, 1993). 

The poor dissemination of the outcomes of these studies 
remind us of tobacco company studies on the ill effects of 
smoking. Why haven’t we heard about this 20-year-old 
research? An article in The Chronicle of Higher Education 
offers one perspective on why the findings of the network 
studies on TV violence are not well-known. Slaby (1993) 
explains that “until recently, researchers’ voices have been 
drowned out in the din of denial and disinformation coming 
from executives of the television and movie industries, whose 
self-serving defense of violent programming has prevailed.” 
Further, he describes a wide gap between the research- 
documented conclusions of psychological and medical 
researchers and the sparse information that educators and the 
general public have about the effects of heavy viewing of vio- 
lence in TV programs and movies. 

The American Psychological Association Commission on 
Violence and Youth sought to get the word out to educators in 
a 1993 report. It concluded that the research evidence was 
very clear and that there was no doubt that the high levels of 
violence seen on television programs, day after day, were 
clearly correlated with increased acceptance of aggression and 
outright aggressive behavior. Moreover, the highest levels of 
consumption of television violence are by those young people 
who are most vulnerable to its effects because of little moder- 
ation by parents or/and school (Slaby, 1994; Institute for 
Social Research, 1994; see also Holroyd, 1985; and 
Zuckerman and Zuckerman, 1985). 

A recent comparative international study of television 
viewing by adolescents has documented that television now 
plays a pivotal role in family behavior and relationships 
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